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Brazilian President Fernando Henrique Cardoso's efforts to change the Constitution to allow
him to run for re-election have run into new obstacles. Cardoso convoked a month-long special
session of Congress, which began Jan. 6, to debate the amendment on re-election and other reforms
the administration is backing. The principal complication the president has encountered is a
division within the Partido do Movimento Democratico Brasileiro (PMDB), where a strong faction
vehemently opposes the re-election amendment.
The administration's prolonged and energetic lobbying has turned the amendment into the
overriding issue for the legislature, pushing to the back burner the other administrative and
economic reforms that Cardoso has insisted are necessary to carry out his platform and ensure the
stability of the country. This has begun to evoke concern among the business community, which is
worried about passage of tax and social security reforms that are considered essential to control the
public deficit and promote economic growth.
The private sector has tended to support Cardoso's ambition to run again because it considers that
he has won the confidence of foreign investors and his re-election would guarantee the continuation
of the adjustment policies that have attracted new capital. Cardoso has said four years is not enough
to develop his agenda, including the social programs that he promised to implement during his 1995
campaign (see NotiSur, 09/27/96 and 10/25/96).
Because it requires a constitutional amendment, the bill to permit the president, governors, and
mayors to run for a second term must first be approved by a special commission in the Chamber
of Deputies. It must then be passed by a three- fifths majority in two different votes in the full
Chamber, and two separate votes in the Senate. The administration's timetable called for obtaining
the necessary two approvals in the Lower House during this special session, leaving ample time for
passage in the Senate after the regular session begins in February.
On Jan. 15, the special commission approved the measure by a vote of 19 to 11. The supporters
included the six PMDB members on the commission. Commission members said Cardoso
threatened the PMDB with the loss of its cabinet positions if it failed to support the measure in
the commission vote. Amendment vote in Chamber of Deputies postponed On Jan. 21, Cardoso
suffered a major setback when Congress postponed the first vote in the full Chamber of Deputies
until at least the end of January because of divisions within the governing alliance regarding control
of Congress. In addition to the PMDB, the alliance includes the Partido da Frente Liberal (PFL),
Cardoso's Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira (PSDB), the Partido Progressista Brasileiro (PPB),
and the Partido Trabalhista Brasileno (PTB). The PMDB had held its party convention on Jan. 12 and
decided to oppose the re-election measure and to push to postpone the vote until after the regular
session of Congress begins in February and the presidencies of both houses are decided.
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The PMDB, which was formed in 1964 in opposition to the military regime, claims it should lead
both houses since it has the largest bloc in Congress, with 102 of the 513 seats in the Chamber of
Deputies and 22 of the 81 Senate seats. An earlier agreement among the parties in the alliance
supported the candidacy of PMDB Deputy Michel Temer for the Lower House. However, the parties
agreed to back the former governor of Bahia, Antonio Carlos Magalhaes of the PFL, for Senate
president.
Although the PMDB, which also has the largest number of governors and mayors, supports the
administration, its leaders include some of the strongest opponents of presidential re- election,
including former president Jose Sarney (1985-1990). Other formidable opponents of re-election are
former president Itamar Franco (1992-1994), an independent, and the PPB's Paulo Maluf, the former
mayor of Sao Paulo who has already announced his intention to run for president in 1998. Maluf
wants the other members of the PPB to vote against the amendment. He says he is not against reelection, however, only against the applicability of the amendment to the sitting president.
The administration should "forget re-election and try to govern," concentrating on promoting the
reforms needed for the economy, said Maluf. Before the defection of the PMDB, the administration
expressed confidence that it had 320 of the 513 house votes sewed up, a comfortable margin above
the required 308 votes. However, that margin evaporated following the PMDB convention. "We are
only going to bring the matter to a vote when we are sure of winning," said PFL Deputy Inocencio
Oliveira. "To vote now would be risky." Cardoso threatens to hold referendum After the Jan. 21
postponement, Cardoso met with advisors and said the vote would be taken on Jan. 29, despite the
PMDB's determination to hold off until the congressional leadership is chosen. The administration
threatened to withdraw support for Temer if PMDB deputies try to postpone the vote. Cardoso also
let it be known that, if Congress does not pass the measure, he will resort to a referendum.
PFL Deputy Vic Peres Franco, who introduced the re- election amendment, said a referendum
would avoid a lengthy and perhaps losing battle in Congress. Members of the Electoral Council
said if a referendum were approved by Congress in mid-February, it could be organized and held
by the end of April. Proponents said a referendum would allow Congress to turn its attention to
other important issues that need addressing. "Prudence and political stability ought to move the
president to abandon the battle in Congress and decide his future through a plebescite," said Elio
Gaspari, political columnist in the newspaper Folha do Sao Paulo. However, others warned that it is
very early to count on a victory in a referendum, despite opinion polls that show strong support for
Cardoso's re-election. "
A national referendum is a double-edged sword," said political analyst Bolivar Lamounier. "It would
not take place before mid-year and would involve a heated electoral campaign. If Cardoso fails to
win approval for the constitutional change, his administration could be weakened, and he could
face a year and a half of political turmoil leading up to the late 1998 elections. The loss could mean
that, rather than gaining four more years to promote his agenda, he would lose nearly two years to
increased political infighting. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 12/21/96, 01/11/97, 01/13/97, 01/15/97;
United Press International, 01/15/97; Spanish news service EFE, 01/06/97, 01/07/97, 01/13/97,
01/21/97; Reuter, 01/17/97, 01/21/97; Universo Online, (Brazil), 01/22/97; Gazeta Mercantil (Brazil),
Reuter, 01/23/97]
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